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Research Proposal 
 
This research project will explore interracial dating on California Polytechnic State 
University, San Luis Obispo’s campus.  The research will evaluate the overall level of support 
that these students receive and other potential factors that affect the quality of these relationships.  
Students’ perspectives on interracial dating on campus will also be revealed. 
To accomplish these goals, semi-structured, qualitative interviews will be done using 
twelve interracial couples on campus.  These couples will be interviewed together and then each 
partner will be interviewed individually.  Questions will include asking the individuals to explain 
how they experience interracial dating on Cal Poly’s campus.  An online, anonymous survey will 
also be used obtain quantitative data on how Cal Poly students regard interracial relationships.  
Analyzing the data on interracial dating at Cal Poly will reveal how these individuals with 
different racial and ethnic identities experience interracial dating and which internal and external 
factors impact the quality of their relationships.  Individuals’ friends, family, and being on a 
predominately White campus will impact the quality of these interracial relationships. 
This project will help determine to what degree these factors affect interracial couples. 
These factors include the environment that they are in, how aware they are of it, how they 
identify with themselves, and the amount of support and communication that the couples 
possess.  It will also help determine if Cal Poly’s environment is supportive of this diversity and 
if it causes a positive or negative impact on these relationships.  This project will highlight the 
importance of social acceptance and the specific environment.  It will also contribute qualitative 
research on interracial relationships; previously, this subject has predominantly had a 
quantitative approach. 
 This project is connected to sociologically prevalent issues such as race and social norms.   
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Interracial marriage has only been legal in the United States since 1967 and has varying levels of 
acceptance depending on the environment.  Today, racial and ethnic inequality is an ongoing 
issue and this study seeks to share a diverse set of experiences within this specific educational 
organization.  My senior project will also help me advance toward my future career because I am 
interested in research and plan to be involved in a career that uses both qualitative and 
quantitative research methods.  This senior project will help me gain experience in both types of 
research methods and understand firsthand what it means to collect and analyze data on 
applicable topics. 
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Introduction 
There are many dynamics that can influence the quality of an interracial relationship. 
These factors include a person’s socioeconomic background, religion, family values, social 
acceptance, and their environment. While interracial couples in the United States legally gained 
the right to marry in 1967, they continue to face barriers in society that same-race couples are not 
exposed to in their relationships. Previous studies have focused on the attitudes toward interracial 
relationships in order to explain society’s standpoint on interracial dating. This study includes 
both the students’ views on interracial dating, and also analyzes how these interracial couples’ 
perspectives are influenced by these factors. The research in this study investigates interracial 
dating on California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo’s campus, in order to 
evaluate the overall level of support received and what other elements affect the quality of these 
relationships. Due to interracial couples facing obstacles in society, this study also explores if 
these couples experience similar issues on Cal Poly’s campus.  
This study utilizes the grounded theory approach to analyze responses from twelve 
interracial couples that participated in qualitative interviews; using this method will help to gain 
a better understanding of their experiences on Cal Poly’s campus—a predominately White 
university. In addition, the couples’ experiences will be compared with fellow students’ 
perceptions of interracial couples on campus. Included is an analysis of how couples with 
different racial and ethnic identities navigate their interracial relationships and what influences 
the quality of their relationships. There are several factors that can affect the quality of interracial 
couples. Among these influences are the environment that they are in, their awareness, how they 
identify themselves and their relationship, and the amount of support and communication that the 
couples receive. It is important to determine if Cal Poly’s environment is supportive of these 
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relationships and if it causes a positive or negative impact on them. Social acceptance and the 
specific environment these couples are in is a main concern in this study. 
An important aspect for defining interracial relationships is exploring how these couples 
categorize themselves. My research relies on participants self-identifying their relationship as 
interracial. Other Cal Poly students were asked how they define interracial couples, which will 
be used as comparison to the self-definitions that the couples gave. Different definitions of what 
it means to be in an interracial relationship can change how couples are perceived on campus and 
certain couples could receive different levels of support based on this information. As a 
predominantly White campus, there is the potential for interracial couples to not feel as 
supported in their relationship while attending Cal Poly. The lack of diversity is a potential 
hindrance for interracial couples that do not feel they have proper representation on campus. If 
couples already have a unstable support system, they may choose to not involve themselves in an 
interracial relationship and it could also deter them from feeling accepted at Cal Poly. It is 
important to identify if these setbacks are occurring on campus in order for improvements to be 
made. Using a diverse set of perspectives, this study will help determine what obstacles a 
predominantly White university contains for interracial couples. Understanding their experience 
of navigating a college campus that lacks diversity will help open a dialogue on what difficulties 
many students face in this type of environment and what can be done to aid them while they 
attend Cal Poly. 
Literature Review 
Typically, studies done on interracial relationships have focused on attitudes toward 
interracial couples in order to explain society’s standpoint on the issue, to evaluate the overall 
level of support received, or to compare these relationships to same-race relationships (Field, 
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2013; Knox et al., 2000; Bell & Hastings, 2015; Datzman & Gardner, 2000; Troy, Lewis-Smith 
& Laurenceau, 2006; Vaquera & Kao, 2005). There are also quite a few in-depth qualitative 
studies of interracial couples, which focus on the actual experiences of the couples, the 
challenges they face, and how they maintain a relationship despite these difficulties (Killian, 
2002; Seshardi & Knudson-Martin, 2013). Other studies have focused on the racial differences 
regarding people’s attitudes toward interracial dating, the likelihood a person will date 
interracially based on their racial identity, minority same-race relationships, and how perceptions 
vary among races based on age differences (Levin, Taylor & Caudle, 2007; Mcclintock, 2010). 
Some studies do encompass environmental factors focusing more on family support and 
acceptance and its influence on the couples. For example, Bell and Hastings (2015) explored 
how parental approval or disapproval impacted Black and White interracial couples by 
interviewing these couples about the ways in which their parents viewed interracial dating, their 
level of acceptance towards the relationship, and the effects of having dual approval as opposed 
to one-sided approval.  
There are many factors that can influence the quality of interracial relationships. Friends 
and family often dictate the stability of these unions based off their level of acceptance. Killian 
(2002) interviewed Black-White couples and found that close friends and family reinforce 
“social norms around homogamy and discourage the partners in this sample from marrying 
interracially”, yet some couples were willing to defy these expectations and establish new norms 
(p. 613). Others navigated around racial and ethnic differences by prioritizing homogenous 
characteristics. Societal acceptance was also found to affect the couple’s level of comfort. Public 
harassment, micro-aggressions, and discrimination can put a huge strain on these relationships. 
In a qualitative study, Datzman and Gardner (2000) conducted in-depth interviews with 
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interracial couples to discuss public rejection and how they manage it by asking their personal 
experiences and their coping mechanisms. “The invasive ‘exploitative practice’ of staring frankly 
or ogling repeatedly was the most reliably mentioned and recalled of the public harassment 
experiences” (Datzman and Gardner, 2000, p. 3-4). The most common reactions to these micro-
aggressions involved intentionally ignoring or repressing what was happening, avoidance, 
segregation, accompaniment, answering back and educating the public. Seshadri and Knudson-
Martin (2013) discovered distinct structures used to address the challenges couples face when 
they are colliding two different cultures. The purpose was “to discover how interracial couples 
from a range of backgrounds create strong, meaningful relationships despite potential problems” 
(Seshadri & Knudson-Martin, 2013, p. 43). Some couples integrated or melded both cultures 
together, while others were co-existing or agreeing to disagree. Many adopted the singularly 
assimilated structure where one partner assimilates more than the other. The rest were unable to 
resolve the conflicts created by these differences. Environmental factors were the strongest 
indictors of stress on couples and negatively affected the quality of their relationships. 
         Attitudes toward interracial dating varies by race, age, and level of exposure to these 
relationships. In a quantitative study conducted by Field, Kimuna, and Straus (2013), they 
addressed the feelings toward mixed-race dating and marital relationships between Black/White 
and Asian/White groups and the perceived parental perspectives on the matter. The results reveal 
that those in the “Other” racial category were most favorable toward interracial relationships, and 
Black students indicated their parents would be least favorable of an interracial relationship and 
marriage. In addition, predominately White universities showed more positive attitudes toward 
interracial unions than they historically did in Black universities. Knox et al., (2000) had a 
similar focus to their study with comparable results. Of the 620 university students who 
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completed the questionnaire, “almost one fourth (24.2%) reported having dated interracially and 
almost half (49.6%) expressed an openness to become involved in an interracial relationship” 
(Knox et al., 2000, para. 1). Black students, cohabitants, and students who have previously been 
in an interracial relationship were significantly more likely to express positive attitudes towards 
mixed-race unions. There were contradicting implications regarding Black families and 
acceptance. Their study claimed that in a Black family, the women play a key role in the level of 
acceptance for interracial dating. Since women tend to respond with higher levels of openness 
and less with prejudice to their children’s relationship choices, there may be more acceptance of 
a family member’s entry into an interracial relationship. 
The racial and ethnic identities of both individuals in a mixed-race couple are connected 
to cultural differences, family acceptance, and awareness and perceptions. Levin, Taylor and 
Caudle (2007) discovered that the more racial identity the participant had, the less likely they 
were to date outside their racial group. On college campuses, minority organizations provide 
safe-spaces for minorities and allow for different cultures to be celebrated. These clubs are a 
positive aspect to college campuses especially campuses lacking diversity. A negative outcome 
to these organizations is the racial segregation that is produced. In order to counteract this aspect 
without eliminating cultural clubs would be to integrate programs that include interracial unions. 
In a mixed method study, Mcclintock (2010) found as a result of these organizations, that many 
of the respondents reported being in minority same-race relationships where they met through 
the minority clubs. Researchers concluded that the participants who indicated they would rather 
be in same-race relationships perhaps were never exposed to interracial liaisons or events on 
campus, which led to their segregated circle of friends and people they knew. 
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Interracial couples have a different experience than intra-racial couples when it comes to 
acceptance, cultural differences, family support, and facing conflicts due to the challenges 
unique to interracial couples. Vaquera and Kao (2005) found that there are barriers to interracial 
dating that remain an obstacle among youth, even though adolescents are far more accepting of 
these types of unions. Interracial couples reported having lower levels of affection in both public 
and private displays compared to same-race couples. Fear of societal rejection or discrimination 
forces these adolescent couples to hold back from displaying affection. Based on a mixed 
methods study, Troy, Lewis-Smith, and Laurenceau (2006) found that there were no significant 
differences between interracial and intra-racial relationships among relationship quality, conflict 
assessment, and attachment style. While interracial couples face distinctive challenges, their 
level of satisfaction mirrors those in same-race relationships. 
These studies are necessary to address the overall societal perspective of this issue and 
the differences in these attitudes among race. In addition, they help to further explore the 
challenges that interracial couples face. However, little research has been conducted on how 
cultural differences impact the quality of interracial relationships and how one’s hometown and 
upbringing shapes their worldview, which can affect the overall level of satisfaction within the 
relationship. Research has addressed how attitudes toward interracial dating varies by race, but 
more research needs to address how the level of awareness each partner has regarding societal 
acceptance, micro-aggressions, or discrimination is based off of their racial or ethnic identity. 
My study will further discuss environmental factors, family and social support, and the personal 
challenges interracial couples face while in a predominately White campus, in order to fill in the 
gaps of existing literature. 
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Methods 
This study sample was taken from Cal Poly San Luis Obispo students, a  
predominantly White community. The research consisted of two parts: the first is an online, 
anonymous survey that was given to Cal Poly students to determine the climate toward 
interracial couples on campus; the second part includes twelve interracial couples that were 
interviewed to gain insight on their experiences. 
Quantitative Survey 
 
 To capture students’ perspectives of interracial couples on Cal Poly’s campus, an online 
survey was used. This online, anonymous survey was posted in the Cal Poly Facebook 2018 to 
2021 class groups to capture freshman, sophomores, juniors, and seniors. The anonymity of the 
surveys reduced participant bias for more accurate responses. The survey consisted of thirteen 
questions, five of these related to demographics and the remaining eight were content questions. 
The demographic questions included age, class year, gender, race/ethnicity, and hometown. 
Participants were all from the Cal Poly San Luis Obispo campus and the sample size included 
234 students. The respondents were aged 18 to 24; 73.5% identified as female and 26.5% 
identified as male. Their race/ethnicities consisted of White, African American/Black, Asian, 
Hispanic/Latino, Native American or Native Alaskan, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 
other. A majority of the respondents identified as White (79.9%) with the second and third 
largest groups being Hispanic/Latino (14.5%) and Asian (10.35%). These results accurately 
reflect the overall demographics of Cal Poly’s campus. For the purposes of this study, 
race/ethnicity will be combined into two groups for statistical analysis: White (79.9%) and  
minorities (20.1%). 
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 The survey questions were designed to determine if students had firsthand experiences of 
interracial relationships and their perceptions of how accepted interracial couples are on campus. 
Content questions used a Likert Scale to have students rate the statements from 1-5 based on 
their level of agreement. 
Example Likert Scale statements used: 
1. “Cal Poly has a diverse environment.” 
2. “The people I know are supportive of interracial relationships on campus.” 
3. “I consider Cal Poly to be a supportive environment for interracial relationships.” 
4. “Cal Poly is more supportive of interracial relationships than my hometown is of them.” 
 My hypothesis was that White students would have a higher level of agreement with 
these statements than minority students. To test this hypothesis, I took the mean of the responses 
for each statement. I then used a t-test to compare the mean of each statement between White and 
minority students. By gaining the insights of a sample of Cal Poly students, I was able to create 
the context for the environment that interracial couples on campus are surrounded in. 
Qualitative Interviews 
 
 A research group, consisting of six members, conducted the in-depth interviews with the 
couples. The majority of the interviewees were gained through convenience sampling, where 
subjects that were immediately available were interviewed. Snowball sampling was another 
technique used to have participants suggest other couples to interview. I also implemented an 
online survey through the Cal Poly Facebook groups to collect demographics and ask for willing 
interview participants; four of the couples responded through this method. 
 I used the Cal Poly guidelines for interviewing human subjects and followed the 
informed consent guidelines to ensure that subjects participated voluntarily. Each participant was 
made aware that they could withdraw at any time and signed informed consent paperwork 
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through both the online surveys and before the in-person interviews. Twelve couples that self-
identified as interracial relationships were interviewed. The interview schedule was semi-
structured with a guideline of questions that was flexible enough for impromptu follow up 
questions. Participants filled out a demographics survey prior to starting the interview. Each 
couple was interviewed together and then specific questions were asked to the partners 
individually without the other partner present to ensure privacy. The interviews lasted from about 
thirty minutes to over an hour and were recorded. 
The interviewees identified as White, African American/Black, Asian, Hispanic/Latino, 
part-White and Native American, part-White and Native Hawaiian, or a mixture of previously 
listed races and ethnicities. In ten of the twelve couples, one partner identified as White while the 
other partner identified as African American, Hispanic/Latino, Asian, or a mixture of multiple 
races and ethnicities. In two of the couples, both partners identified as a mixture of races and 
ethnicities. All participants were Cal Poly San Luis Obispo students, ranging from freshmen to 
seniors or recent graduates, and were aged from 18 to 26 years old. Of the twenty-four 
participants, half identified as male and the other half identified as female; all twelve couples 
were in heterosexual relationships. Religion among the participants varied from Christian, 
Roman Catholic, Buddhist, Jewish, Agnostic, Atheist or not religious. Eight of the couples had 
partners with different religions from each other, or no religion. Three couples identified as 
having the same religion. The education levels of the participants’ parents ranged from high 
school graduates/GED to Master’s degrees. The majority of the participants’ hometowns were 
towns in California such as Orange County, San Francisco, Paso Robles, Long Beach, San Jose, 
Santa Barbara, etc. Two of the participants identified their hometowns outside of California in 
Maplewood, NJ and Fort Worth, TX. 
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The topics that these questions focused on included the comfort level of the couple, how 
their friends and family felt about their relationship, potential challenges, positive and negative 
influences, if there were any cultural differences and how the couple dealt with them. 
Example questions for couples together include: 
1.  “How comfortable do you feel walking around campus together?” 
2. “What are the challenges of being in an interracial relationship?” 
Example questions for individual partners: 
3. “How do you feel people perceive you, personally, in this relationship, compared to 
individuals in a same-race relationship?” 
4. “How accepting is your family of this relationship and are some relatives more accepting 
than others?” 
5. “Do you and your partner encounter cultural differences related to your racial and ethnic 
backgrounds? How do you think your cultural differences affect the quality of your 
relationship?” 
I used the grounded theory approach to analyze the collected data. The grounded theory 
method consists of “systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing qualitative 
data to construct theories from the data themselves” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 1). Each interview was 
recorded and then manually transcribed to best engage directly with the text. “Grounded theory 
begins with inductive data, invokes interactive strategies of going back and forth between data 
and analysis, uses comparative methods, and keeps you interacting and involved with your data 
and emerging analysis” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 1). Once transcribed, line-by-line coding was used to 
analyze each transcript. Initial preliminary codes were determined and put into categorical codes. 
From there, the preliminary theory emerged. 
 While I was aware of the topic of interracial dating and the potential issues surrounding 
it, I did not fully understand the implications of it in society and how people within interracial 
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relationships felt and experienced it themselves. The grounded theory approach allowed me to 
have the couples be the expert on this issue. It was the best approach to realistically interpret how 
and why subjects are feeling the way that they do. Through hand transcribing and line-by-line 
coding, I was able to fully engage with the data to better connect with my participants and realize 
the social significance behind this data. 
Results and Analysis 
Quantitative Results 
 Racial and ethnic identity is an important aspect of interracial relationships and can affect 
how these couples are perceived by others. Cal Poly students were asked what they consider an 
interracial relationship to be: 79.9% agreed that it includes partners of different racial identities 
and 51.7% agreed it should also include partners of different ethnic identities. The majority of 
participants indicated that interracial meant multiple racial identities within the couples; 
however, only about half of the respondents reported that it could also include different 
ethnicities. Couples that are more visibly interracial would be more likely to face adverse 
treatment due to these observations. 
 Based on the survey sample of Cal Poly students, 89.7% of students reported that they 
knew people who have been in an interracial relationship. From this sample, roughly 36.6% also 
responded that they had previously or were currently in what they identified as an interracial 
relationship. Students that identified as a minority racial or ethnic category were more likely to 
have experienced an interracial relationship than those that identified as White. 
 Participants were presented with statements that they rated on a scale of 1-5: Strongly  
Disagree to Strongly Agree. For “Cal Poly has a diverse environment”, participants on average 
rated the statement as a 2 for disagree. The statement, “The people I know are supportive of 
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interracial relationships on campus”, received an average response of 4 for agree. For the 
statement, “I consider Cal Poly to be a supportive environment for interracial relationships”, the 
average was 4 for agree. Finally, the statement of “Cal Poly is a more supportive of interracial 
relationships than my hometown is of them”, received a 3 for neither agree nor disagree. Overall, 
participants responded that they did not believe that Cal Poly is a diverse environment. However, 
the responses revealed that students on average agreed that both the people they know and the 
campus is supportive of interracial couples. 
 Due to the respondents disproportionately identifying as White, I hypothesized that there 
was a difference in responses based on racial or ethnic identity. To test this hypothesis, I 
conducted an independent-samples t-test with each of the Likert Scale responses to compare the 
level of agreement among White and minority participants. 
 “Cal Poly has a diverse environment.”  
 There was a significant difference in scores for White (M=2.2, SD=0.9) and minority 
(M=1.7, SD=0.8) participants; t(232)=3.2, p = 0.001. These results suggest that racial/ethnic 
identity did affect participant responses regarding Cal Poly’s diversity on campus. 
“The people I know are supportive of interracial relationships on campus.” 
 There was not a significant difference in scores for White (M=4.2, SD=0.9) and minority 
(M=4.0, SD=0.8) participants; t(232)=1.3, p = 0.2. Based on these results, racial/ethnic identity 
did not affect if participants felt that the people they know are supportive of interracial 
relationships on campus. 
“I consider Cal Poly to be a supportive environment for interracial relationships.” 
 There was a significant difference in scores for White (M=3.8, SD=0.9) and minority 
(M=3.4, SD=0.9) participants; t(232)=3.0, p = 0.003. The results suggest that racial/ethnic 
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identity did affect participants’ responses how much they agreed that Cal Poly is a supportive 
environment for interracial relationships. 
“Cal Poly is more supportive of interracial relationships than my hometown is of them.” 
 There was also a significant difference in scores for White (M=2.7, SD=1.2) and minority 
(M=2.3, SD=1.2) participants; t(232)=2.3, p = 0.021. Based on these results, it suggests that 
racial/ethnic identity did affect the responses for Cal Poly’s level of supportive versus their 
hometowns.  
 Using the results of the t-tests, a trend suggests that the White participants had a 
significant difference in responses for Cal Poly’s diversity, how supportive Cal Poly is, and Cal 
Poly being more supportive than their hometowns when compared to the minority participants. 
The White participants had a slightly more positive level of agreement. While respondents 
indicated that Cal Poly is a supportive environment for interracial couples, these results suggest 
that there is difference in perceptions between White and minority respondents. 
Qualitative Results 
 
 Through the interviews, I discovered major factors that influenced the quality of these 
interracial relationships by analyzing their experiences. Using the grounded theory method, I 
found common factors that were prevalent throughout each of the interviews. I organized my 
results into categorical codes based on their significance. It allowed my theory to develop on the 
influences of the environment that they were in, how aware of it they were, their own identity 
and the perceptions that each participant held, and the amount of support and communication 
that each couple received. 
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Environment and Awareness 
On Cal Poly’s campus, there are a limited amount of students who experience interracial 
dating. As a result, many of the couples suggested that social acceptance had an impact on the 
quality of their relationships. They felt that this could be attributed to Cal Poly’s lack of diversity 
amongst the student population. Diego, who had been in a relationship with Lindsey for three 
months, noticed people staring at them but did not feel that his partner was as aware.  
Diego (Hispanic male):  
She doesn’t see things the way I see because I’m Hispanic and she’s Caucasian… 
like sometimes I don’t know if it’s just me or not but sometimes I see people 
staring at us or people staring at me but not her. I don’t know if it’s us together or 
just me getting a weird vibe. 
Cal Poly’s environment is a source of some uncertainty that the participants felt due to their race 
or ethnicity. It was also apparent to them while with their partner on campus. Rae, a Black and 
Hispanic female, described a similar experience and expressed that she did not feel as welcome 
on Cal Poly’s campus. Rae stated, “I think I notice more than he does because already being on 
campus as a Black person, as just a minority, period, I already feel unwelcomed in a lot of places 
so then I keep a lookout for that.” As a minority on campus, students may not feel as welcomed 
at Cal Poly and it has led these partners in interracial relationships to be more aware of these 
occurrences.  
 The length of time that a couple has been together, was another factor for how aware they 
were of others’ reactions. The longer the couples were together, the more comfortable they were 
with expressing their awareness of the societal interactions they encountered while on campus 
together. Nathan and Kylie, a Black male and White female, had been together for three years 
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and were able to openly identify and express the reactions they received from others around 
campus. Nathan explained that, “There was one [time on campus] when the tours were going 
on…and I got the weirdest look from like almost the entire group.” The couple was able to 
discuss why they felt they had been singled out. Kylie realized it was most likely because Nathan 
is Black and he had responded that it could have been because “I was holding a little White girl’s 
hand.” Although the couples interviewed expressed some knowledge of outsider reaction and 
awareness to their interracial dating, the most prevalent issue was the social discomfort that they 
experienced when they did not feel fully accepted. 
Perception 
From the interviews, I gained a better understanding of how the participants’ outlooks 
were developed and the influence that it has on their actions. Their perspectives on the topic 
varied according to their hometown, upbringing, exposure to diversity, and their racial or ethnic 
identity. They discussed their differences in regards to race, family, and where they were raised. 
Often, the minority within the couple had more experience with diversity and social awareness 
due to their position in society. Socioeconomic status also played a role in their perspectives. For 
example, many respondents that identified as White or half-White and grew up in lower-income 
areas had a better opportunity to establish empathy and understanding. 
Dan (White and Native American male): 
I grew up in low poverty in San Francisco so I was able to see that firsthand and 
experience that firsthand so like I never grew up in like higher, middle to upper 
class neighborhood… I was able to see what low poverty is like and then once I 
saw interracial couples, I just didn’t see anything that was wrong with it. 
In this instance, Dan discussed how his upbringing in a low-income, highly diverse  
INTERRACIAL DATING 26 
area shaped his perspective as well as how people perceived him. While he was not the minority 
in the relationship, he had more social awareness, which influenced his understanding of being in 
an interracial relationship. In another interview, Cole, a White male, grew up in an affluent home 
in a predominantly conservative, White area. This impacted his ability to understand the 
standpoint of his partner, Jaylen, a Black female. Cole had not experienced discrimination, 
stereotypes, or social rejection and had not been exposed to any form of diversity. Therefore, it 
was difficult for him to display empathy and understanding. 
Jaylen explained her perspective: 
So for [Cole], I feel like it’s really hard for him to see my perspective of things 
being female and Black in America… And ya know, I see how sometimes Black 
people in the media or just in life just being more attacked than others. I’m a lot 
more empathetic towards that and I definitely internalize other people’s struggles 
more and I feel like… he’s had everything like handed to him his whole life and 
he hasn’t had to work for anything so he doesn’t see what I see. 
In this instance of perspective, hometown and upbringings as well as racial identity played a 
huge role in the development of empathy. The difference in perspectives caused a divide 
between the couples that have had opposite experiences. 
Identity 
Similarly, how they defined and viewed their racial and ethnic identity played a role in 
their relationship. They experienced cultural differences, which either made a positive impact on 
their relationship or put a strain on it. Religious differences were often problematic especially if 
their families had strong religious affiliations. Many participants were mixed race; they had 
trouble identifying with one race and feeling accepted by either race they identified with. Based 
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on their racial and ethnic identity, each individual in the relationship experienced social 
acceptance and stereotyping differently. These factors translated into their relationships affecting 
the quality, which was more or less apparent based on how long they had been dating. Based on 
the interviews, the partner that identified as the minority in each relationship had more 
experience with discrimination. In general they felt societal discrimination, which affected their 
identity and relationship. 
As the minority in the relationship, their racial identity was more of an identifier than the 
White partner; this difference was heightened in an interracial relationship. Their racial and 
ethnic identities became contrasted, and brought it more to the surface. Outside observers also 
used their race as a key identifier in their relationships. Jaylen, a Black female, described her 
experience saying, “It’s literally only like an identifier. It’s like if they don’t know who you are, 
it’s like ‘is it that Black girl that you’ve been around?’” She responded to this issue by saying, “I 
don’t want to think of myself as that one exception… I don’t want people down the line to be 
like ‘oh I dated this Black chick one time.’” She also experienced a lot of stereotypes for dating a 
White person. “People tend to tell me that because I don’t, more often than not, date Black 
people that I’m like ‘whitewashed.’” This term was used in a negative way in order to police her 
behavior based off her racial identity. In another instance, Dan, a White and Native American 
male who grew up in a low-income diverse area mentioned the comments he received for not 
‘behaving’ like his race. He stated, “I get a lot of that because of two things, because I grew up in 
low poverty in San Francisco because I’m… in an interracial relationship.” Dan was also often 
told that he was “not really White”. He was viewed as more cultured and socially aware by his 
partner and friends. Racial and ethnic identities influenced their personal experiences within the 
relationship, their understanding, their perspectives, and how people perceived their relationship. 
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Support 
The level of support received from friends and family and the influence it has, greatly 
affects the quality of interracial relationships. I found that acceptance from friends and family 
members affected the couples’ relationships. Friend approval provided a great deal of support for 
these interracial couples. Julia, a White female, stated that her friends and family were 
supportive of her relationship and loved her partner. “All of my high school friends love him, 
they’ve never actually liked someone this much that I’ve ever brought around.” Both of the 
participant’s high school friends and current friends from Cal Poly approved of her partner. “My 
current friends here all get along with him really, really well. So everyone seems to really like 
him which is really easy for me.” The ability for her to have her friends give that level of support 
positively influenced her and appeared to generally improve the quality of her relationship. 
Other participants reflected on how they had the same friend groups as their partners and 
it further allowed the friends to be more supportive of the relationship. 
Jessie (White and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander): 
They’re all very supportive of it because we have the same friend-group. So we 
were friends before we got into this relationship and I think it was really just… 
They’re okay with it. And then my friends back home are very supportive of it as 
well. 
Jessie found the influence of having the same friends to be helpful toward their relationship. 
Nate, a White male, said that he “had a lot of friends who were in interracial relationships and no 
one looked twice at it.” Nate benefitted from his friend group already normalizing interracial 
relationships; his friends did not question that the relationship was interracial. 
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At times, the level of support from friends even exceeded family acceptance for the 
participants. Karen, an Asian American female, said that both her friends at Cal Poly and in her 
hometown were accepting and supportive of her relationship. Karen stated that “they’re like 
more supportive… than my family sometimes, so that’s nice.” With the additional support and 
acceptance received from Karen’s friend group, she was able to better handle the potential lack 
of support from her family. Claire, a White and Filipino female, warned of entering an interracial 
relationship if there was a lack of friend support available. Without that additional support and 
the potential disapproval from friends, additional stressors and difficulties could be added to the 
relationship and negatively impact it. 
Family influence also affected the quality of the couples’ relationships. Multiple 
participants mentioned that members of their family had previously or currently been in 
interracial relationships or marriages. This allowed the participants to feel more secure in their 
relationship when informing their family members because they knew it would already be 
accepted. Matt, a White male, said that, “my uncles married people of other races so they didn’t 
have any problems with it, I didn’t really expect them to.” Due to having family members in 
already established interracial relationships, Matt had anticipated having support from his other 
family members. His partner, Karen, also had family members that had been dating interracially. 
 Karen (Asian American): 
I think my grandparents, since my aunts were dating interracially, they kinda 
like got over it. But I feel like if I, when my aunts were doing it there was like 
issues, and then now they’re kinda just like we can’t do anything. 
While there had been previously been issues regarding interracial relationships within Karen’s 
family, having members that had previously navigated through these issues allowed it to be more 
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acceptable for Karen. There could have been issues for Karen dating interracially, but she felt 
that she had gained her extended family members’ support due to her aunts introducing their 
interracial relationships first. 
 Certain participants expressed that they had generally accepting family members but that 
other members who were more conservative revealed their hesitancy toward the relationship. 
Jessie, White and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, said, “my immediate family is very 
accepting and my grandparents are very accepting.” However, her other relatives were more 
conservative: “They’re just kind of a little hesitant towards it ‘cause it’s not something, I guess, 
they’re accustomed to.” In this case, Jessie did not have other family members’ influence with 
pre-established interracial relationships in the family. This held more issues for participants that 
had family members that were more hesitant and uncertain of their relationship. 
 Generally from the interviews, participants had overwhelming support and acceptance 
from their family members. Dan, a White and Native American male, said that his family were 
“all completely accepting of it.” Rae, a Black and Hispanic female, realized that one of the most 
positive influences on their relationship were “friends and family! Just support—our support 
systems.” A strong support system had a great impact on the quality of these interracial 
relationships and became a positive influence for the participants involved. 
Communication 
From these interviews, I found that communication was an essential part of these 
relationships and aided their ability to navigate any interracial related issues and difficulties. The 
partners that were more understanding and communicated more efficiently, felt more 
comfortable in their relationships. The ability for the participants to convey understanding 
toward their partner and communicate was essential to the quality of their relationships. Claire, a 
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White and Filipino female, noticed that their common friend group was more supportive toward 
her which affected her partner negatively. “I try to understand where he comes from more. So if 
they’re like break up with him, I’m like well they’re telling me that, I wonder how he feels about 
it. So, you know, it’s listening a lot more.” Claire makes sure to pay attention to her partner more 
and listen to his feelings to ensure that he can be more secure in their relationship. When 
communication was strong between the partners, they were able to overcome issues more 
effectively and felt more comfortable with each other. 
Julia (White): 
I love the fact that I can talk to him. And we have gone through hard things in our 
relationship...just life happening and the fact that like he is so understanding about 
it… So I think the fact that we’re like able to talk about everything. 
Julia found that in her relationship, communication and openness were one of the most positive 
aspects. Being able to discuss and work through the difficulties that they faced increased the 
quality of their relationship. Karen, an Asian American female, expressed that “if we have issues 
we just talk it out, no matter what it is which is a lot better, and I think that like helps.” She 
believed that communication aided their relationship and made it more beneficial. 
Personal insecurities and lack of communication between partners appeared to have a 
negative influence on the quality of their relationship. The inability to communicate efficiently 
lead to more difficulties between them. 
Jaylen (Black): 
From my like observation of him it doesn’t seem like he’s attracted to… my 
attributes… my characteristics? So just like sometimes I’ll question it… and I’ve 
asked him before like are you happy? Like I won’t straight up be like are you ok 
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with me being Black?! But sometimes I’m just like are you happy? And he’ll be 
like ‘ya I’m completely happy!’ So I just push it out of my mind a little bit. 
Jaylen questioned some aspects of her relationship due the lack of communication between her 
and her partner. While she was feeling insecure over whether her partner was directly attracted to 
her being Black, it caused a rift when she was unable to effectively communicate her concern to 
him. From the lack of communication, he remained unaware that this was an issue that continues 
to worry her. 
Additional difficulties were caused due to miscommunication and how the situation was 
interpreted from the partner. Rae, a Black and Hispanic female, mentioned that her brother joked 
that he has a preference for all the sisters to date Black people. When Rae told her partner, he 
“took that as in my brother saying that he wouldn’t accept him because he wasn’t Black, so 
we’ve had problems with that.” The miscommunication caused insecurity within Rae’s partner 
based on the assumption that he would not gain acceptance due to not being Black. Jaylen, a 
Black female, also elaborated that she has a large, outspoken family that will actively announce 
differences such as race. She did not think it would be appropriate if they did that in front of her 
partner and she did not “want him to feel uncomfortable and for it to like ruin our relationship or 
put a strain on our relationship but it’s like… that’s the only challenge.” Jaylen found this to be a 
challenge because of the risk of her partner misinterpreting those actions which could negatively 
affect their relationship. Increased difficulties were common among relationships where partners 
were unable to effectively communicate with each other. 
Discussion 
 Through these findings, I revealed the level of support on Cal Poly’s campus that the 
students perceive and also provided students’ experiences of interracial relationships in this 
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environment. These findings highlight the importance of social acceptance and the environment 
that the couples come from and currently reside in. Cultural differences and perceptions have a 
large effect on the quality of interracial relationships. Acceptance from friends and family 
members is crucial for individuals to feel more secure in their interracial relationships. 
 Being aware of outsider’s observations and reactions toward interracial couples affected 
the quality of their relationships. Being overly aware of these reactions could lead to the couples 
feeling uncomfortable in their relationships. The more secure that couples were, meant that they 
were better able to brush off these outsiders’ reactions and not let it affect the quality of their 
relationship; however, the environment also changed these factors. Certain couples felt more 
comfortable in San Luis Obispo because it was more liberal than their conservative hometowns, 
leading this to not be an issue for them. In contrast, other couples had grown up in more diverse 
areas and they felt more discomfort at Cal Poly. The lack of diversity on campus, and in this city, 
increased the reactions toward the couples due to it not being a usual occurrence. Multiple 
couples acknowledged that it was not a common experience to see other interracial couples at 
Cal Poly. Students also agreed that Cal Poly lacks diversity but that they still felt some level of 
support from campus. 
 The couples’ perceptions affected their outlooks and it influenced their actions within the 
relationship. The individuals within these couples experienced differences due to their 
upbringings and own personal perceptions on life. This caused tension between couples if they 
had different political stances or outlooks on policies because of these different upbringings. 
Their varied perspectives, at times, left them at odds with one another. However, other couples 
also expressed their enjoyment at learning about these cultural differences that they experience 
as a couple. They viewed having cultural differences as a positive aspect of their relationship that 
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they could both benefit from. How the individuals defined and viewed their racial and ethnic 
identities also played a major role in their relationship. Those that had mixed races or ethnicities 
experienced more issues at times. Being unsure of which of those communities they best fit into 
was a difficulty. Certain couples had different religions from each other which caused future 
concern regarding celebrating holidays, marriage, and potentially raising children. Identifying as 
different religions also meant the possibility for the partner’s family to not accept the 
relationship. Stereotypes were a cause for concern when entering into the relationship or when 
revealing their relationship to friends and family. These apprehensions were that family members 
would develop preconceived notions about the partners based on their race or ethnicity. They 
also faced microaggressive comments from friends and family that left the individuals feeling 
concerned. 
 Previous research involving interracial couples on college campuses only focused on 
quantitative surveys to determine their level of acceptance and did not directly interview 
interracial couples. My research contributes to existing literature by including the addition of in-
depth qualitative interviews involving interracial couples, and provides the context of their 
experiences while in college. The previous qualitative studies that involved interracial couples 
mainly emphasized family support or opposition and did not take into consideration peer support. 
They also did not specifically study interracial couples on university campuses. My results 
indicated that students of all races and ethnicities felt their peer group on campus was supportive 
of interracial relationships. The couples interviewed also felt that their friends were incredibly 
supportive. The level of support received from friends and family was crucial to how 
comfortable individuals felt within their interracial relationships. Having acceptance from friends 
and family members was necessary and couples considered their support systems to be an  
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important positive influence on their relationships.  
 Another important finding not specified in previous research, was that previous family 
interracial relationships aided in gaining family support. Friends and family members that had 
already engaged in interracial dating meant that the individuals could feel more confident that 
their relationships would be accepted from these different groups. Couples that did not have as 
supportive family members, were able to rely on a supportive friend base instead. Some 
difficulties did arise out of less supportive family members. Often the immediate family was 
more supportive while extended members were the ones to express hesitancy. This had the 
potential to cause stress on the relationship. Some of this uncertainty was alleviated once 
partners met with the respective family members. An interesting finding was that while it could 
be expected that White relatives would be more hesitant toward the interracial relationship—and 
in some cases were—other cases of uncertainty involved relatives of minority races. A few of 
these instances include relatives that were either Black or Asian. Participants explained that these 
relatives would prefer they would date partners within their own racial group. This indicates that 
certain racial groups would prefer to keep some form of racial endogamy intact through their 
relatives. However, this was a rarer occurrence and the majority of the couples had, to some 
degree, a positive support system that enhanced their relationships. 
 The ability for the partners to effectively communicate their thoughts and feelings to one 
another was important to maintaining a positive relationship. The couples that expressed 
openness and understanding between the partners meant that they could more productively work 
out their issues. However, the couples that lacked these communication skills were more likely to 
develop issues related to being interracial. These difficulties included not being comfortable as 
the minority in the relationship or whether they would obtain acceptance from family members. 
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This had the potential to lead to insecurities within the relationship when not expressed 
effectively. If the couples were able to be open with one another and work out their issues 
instead, they were able to have a more positive, understanding relationship where they felt secure 
within it. 
 The implications of this research are that there are multiple aspects which establish how 
individuals experience their interracial relationships. Previous research had “not examined the 
narratives that circulate between interracial partners around their experiences of co-authoring 
their relationships in a structural context that favors homogamous, intraracial relationships” 
(Killian, 2002, p. 603-604). My research explored these experiences of interracial couples while 
being in a predominantly White environment and allowed them to share their perspectives. 
Despite being on a mostly White college campus, interracial couples were still able to feel secure 
within their relationships. While interracial couples felt generally supported on Cal Poly’s 
campus or at least by the people they know, the results explored that minority students were 
more likely to perceive a difference in the environment when compared to their White 
classmates. These results added onto Killian’s study (2002), where the interracial couples 
“agreed that Black spouses were more likely than White spouses to notice and be emotionally 
affected by negative public reactions” (p. 608). As a result, Cal Poly would benefit from 
increasing the campus’s amount of diversity and programs that further reinforce their level of 
support. Referencing Levin, Taylor and Caudle’s (2007) suggestion, creating more interracial 
clubs would be a beneficial way to intermingle students of different races and ethnicities. Cal 
Poly as a whole would advance from improving how minority students feel on campus. In turn, 
this would create a substantially positive effect on interracial couples that are currently feeling 
some insecurity due to their racial and ethnic identities. 
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Conclusion 
Limitations from this research project include that more interracial couples were unable 
to be interviewed. The sample size for the qualitative interviews included twelve interracial 
couples at California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo. It was difficult to find 
interracial couples due to the lack of diversity at the university, and a limited timeframe did not 
allow for the research to be taken further. The research could have been expanded on by 
interviewing people outside of the relationships to see how they perceived interracial dating as 
well. Another variable for future research, would be to include a more diversified group of 
interracial couples such as where both partners identified as different racial/ethnic minorities. 
These factors would have given an outlook from both parties, and would have provided more 
details on how accepted Cal Poly students are of interracial dating.  
 I provided a mixed methods approach to previous research that only focused on 
quantitative data for interracial relationships on university campuses. My quantitative research 
provided specific data while allowing these couples to provide their experiences as context. This 
research provides information on how the racial and ethnic identity of the partners influence their 
relationship and affects the perspectives that they bring to it. Exploring information on 
participants’ hometowns and upbringings allowed for further analysis on how these partners 
developed their perceptions. It also aided in explaining how the partners’ cultural differences 
potentially benefit or harm their relationship. Overall, this study helped explore how accepted 
interracial couples feel on a predominantly White campus to provide details on how they 
experience their relationships. 
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